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Stafford: The Bemrose Manuscript on the Seminole War

THE BEMROSE MANUSCRIPT ON THE
SEMINOLE WAR
By ROBERT CHARLES STAFFORD
The Bemrose manuscript was written by an English apothecary’s assistant who ran away from
home and joined the United States Army and, as
a hospital steward, served through the early part
of the Seminole War.
It deals with the causes of unrest, the Indian
conferences, the slaying of Gen. Wiley Thompson,
the Dade massacre, and the campaigns of Gens.
Clinch, Scott and Gaines. It gives a close personal
insight into the feelings and activities of the
soldiers. It describes daily camp life, the minutiae
of campaigning into uncharted wilds-the small details that historians so often miss. John Bemrose,
the author, knew a number of Seminoles personally,
and he was at times in close contact with Clinch,
Scott and Gaines, as well as with a number of lesserknown officers.
The manuscript will add to the general knowledge of that period. However, Bemrose wrote his
story some years after he left the Army, in fact
after the Civil War, and at times his memory may
have played him false, as is natural. But he kept
a diary, which lends credence to much of his material, and he either copied several statements
verbatim from other sources available to him, or
took such statements himself. At one period, when
many of the officers were sick at Fort Drane, he
acted as secretary to his commanding general and
NOTE - Mr. Stafford has given a copy of the Bemrose manuscript to the library of the Florida Historical Society. He
is writing a story of the Seminole War based on this
manuscript and other primary and secondary sources.
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wrote many dispatches and orders, which gives him
further authority. *
Bemrose starts with an account of his flight from
his apprentice’s job with a country druggist at Oakham. In August, 1831, with a bundle of clothing
and four pounds sterling, he went to Liverpool
where he pawned his watch and obtained passage
on the ship “Constellation” for New York. He
arrived there with four, shillings four pence, “a
sum not calculated to produce exuberance of
spirits.”
He does not explain how he got to Philadelphia,
but it was there he enlisted. Army records show
this :
“First November 1831. John Bemrose,
Lincolnshire County, England. Druggist, age 18
years. Enlisted on this date for five years at
Philadelphia. Dark eyes, brown hair, light complexion, 5 feet 7 inches tall. Received $6 pay.
Neither parent, master or guardian alive. (Signed)
Lieut. W. Day, First Infantry.”
He was assigned to St. Augustine as hospital
steward. He gives an interesting description of
St. Augustine of that day, dealing at length with
the Minorcans and their customs. He turns then
to the Seminole problem. The following is in present tense, leading to a belief that it was taken
from his diary:
“The Seminole tribe is supposed to number
about 6000. There are a few hundred run-away
slaves residing with them. The Indian nation has
its distinct boundaries. In length about 200 miles,
and at the greatest breadth 80 miles. If any
*I have the assurance of Dr. Arthur Freeman, from whom I
bought the manuscripts (about 40,000 words) that this is
the only copy in existence and that it has never been published. Bemrose wrote the story, according to Dr. Freeman,
not with the thought of publication, but with the idea of
furthering the historical records of that period.
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Indian trespasses upon the land of the settlers,
he is reported to the agent, who appoints a council
of his chiefs to punish him.”
Bemrose and a column were sent to Fort King,
where he met Gen. Thompson. From there he further describes the Seminoles : “The males are very
tall, more being above six feet than under that
height. They are a symmetrical race, but the fault,
if any, is that their chests are narrow, and the arms
not so well developed as the lower limbs. These
defects are owing to their never working. Hunting
is the chief exercise. The Indians are very fond
of bleeding themselves on the march, when fatigued.
They will rest at the first brook and cut themselves
either with needles or the teeth of the garfish. This
they do in parallel lines, straight down the muscles
of the thigh.”
He witnessed a conference “in the latter part
of March” at Fort King between the Seminoles
and Gen. Clinch, with the negro, Cudgo, as interpreter. Jumper, Osceola and John Hicks, among others, were present. The platform on which the
party was seated, some 10 feet in the air, collapsed
and tumbled them all to the ground. On April 23
another conference was held, attended by Micanopy,
the supreme chief, at which it was agreed to give
the Indians until the following year to prepare for
removal to the west.
Reports of depredations and killings by the Seminoles kept arriving, until in November Bemrose got
orders to pack up his medicine and hospital stores
and a column started on the 8th, going to Gen.
Clinch’s plantation, “a position 26 miles N. W. of
Fort King and 10 miles west of Micanopy.”
He describes Clinch’s plantation fully, with particular emphasis on the inadequate quarters for the
men. He states also the disposition of troops
287
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throughout the territory. Capt. Drane was ordered
to fortify the place, which he did with a picket fence
12 feet high, and the place was named Fort Drane.
Isolated cases of raiding and killing and frequent
attacks on small detachments of troops continued
to be reported. On December 3, Gen. Call (Bemrose spells it “Caull”), started from St. Marks for
Fort Drane with 650 Florida militia. On the 8th
they were attacked. On the 14th they reached
Fort Drane. At this time Bemrose was writing
the dispatches and keeping the military records
for Clinch.
Preparations were going forward for an expedition into the Nation, when, on December 27, word
arrived of Gen. Thompson’s murder. On the 28th
the expedition started : 560 mounted men under
Gen. “Caull”, the governor of Florida, 160 horsemen under Col. Barrne (name illegible in manuscript), an Englishman, and six companies of
regulars under Col. Fanning, amounting to 250
men. And there is much close description of the
men, the camp life, and the mode of traveling.
On December 30, Clinch learned that the Indians
were in force on the south side of the Withlacoochee
River (Bemrose spells it throughout “Ouithlacoochie”). They spent the night three miles from
the river. In the morning Bemrose was “much
surprised and chagrined” to receive orders to stay
in camp with the sick. He says: “Five men down
with intermittant fever kept me from seeing the
Battle of Ouithlacoochie.”
However, his account of the battle from a number of friends leaves little to be desired. Meanwhile, Lieut. Dancy, in charge of the camp, had
trees cut and erected as breast-works and the wagons
were placed to supplement the defenses.
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About noon they saw a party of mounted men
coming from the river and the entire band, numbering about fifty, including the sick, stationed themselves with loaded muskets in preparation for a fight.
They proved to be a party of Gen. Call’s Florida
Horse, who demanded rations, being in flight home
from the scene of battle. One shot was fired as a
warning and the party rode off.
A single rider appeared and carried off all the
cartridges he could manage, reporting heavy fighting across the river. They spent a sleepless, fearful night (New Year’s Eve, 1836), expecting any
moment an assault by Indians. At about 10 a. m.
the next day the troops began returning from the
river with scores of groaning wounded. The trip
back to Fort Drane was one of intense agony for
the wounded, none of whom received any attention
until the fort was reached.
Bemrose here gives his account of the battle. It
was about 10 a. m. when the troops reached the river
and the regulars crossed in a canoe which held only
eight men. He writes: “As soon as Gen. Clinch
and staff had crossed the troops were formed and
ordered to stack arms, when some threw themselves
down awaiting the crossing of the horsemen. The
troops were then resting about 150 yards from the
bank of the stream.”
Suddenly one of the scouts came running in from
the hammock, about 80 yards distant, with the
shout of “Indians ! Indians !” Capt. Mellon was the
first to see an Indian and he fired. Immediately it
was “answered by the peeling sound of 1000 rifles
fired amidst the troops simultaneously, followed by
the unearthly warwhoop from a thousand savage
throats.”
The soldiers fled precipitiously to where the
surgeons had been resting, about 100 yards to the
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rear. Some 20 fell in the first volley. About 200
of the Seminoles rushed out of the cover and the
troops received orders to fire, sending the enemy
back to protection. The troops now moved up to
their former position and a general fusilade was
kept up on both sides, the white army losing heavily,
officers predominating. Bemrose explains it was
always the Indian custom to pick off the officers
first and then to massacre the “big knives” at close
fighting - ‘‘big knives’’ being foot soldiers with
bayonets.
In the following quotation Gen. Clinch’s tactics
are shown-holding his men in formation, seemingly
a fatal policy. “The soldiers continued forming according to order, a complete target for the unseen
enemy. Losing their officers, the ranks became
gradually thinned so that at length they lost discipline and got together in huddled groups, a most
certain spectacle, unless remedied, of coming disgrace, ending possibly in wholesale butchery. This
brought the commander general to reason and he
ultimately saw the futility of his fine old Spartan
valor against a treacherous and cunning foe. Already he had one horse killed under him and a shot
or two through his clothing but all this was as
nothing but pleasurable excitement to the brave old
officer who could afford to bask on his laurels of
former days when engaged against the British,
Spaniards, Indians and negroes amalgamated. The
battalion officer, Col. Fanning, was a man of a
different stamp, equally brave like his own steel,
yet possessing more tact, having got his renown
more especially as an Indian fighter.”
He made several appeals to Clinch to allow him
to charge, finally the General ordered it made, and
the Indians were dislodged from all but a thicket
on the left. Capt. Gates and Capt. Mellon headed
290
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a charge into this, and the enemy fled. Bemrose
says 30 dead were left by the Indians.
He explains that the Indians had small bore rifles,
which accounted for large numbers of wounded with
comparatively few deaths. He is especially bitter
toward the Florida Horse, which made no. effort to
to cross: “Out of 800 they might have managed to
send over half their number, but suppose they found
discretion to be the better part of valor.” He says
the Jacksonville Horse, commanded by Col. Warren,
an Englishman, were the only ones to cross and join
the fighting. Gen. Call, chagrined at the cowardliness of his men, crossed with some of his officers
and got into the affray.
Bemrose describes in fine detail the treatment of
the wounded after the return to Fort Drane which
became even more crowded as civilians sought safety there. On January 6 Gen. Call and his militia
were mustered out, having been enlisted for only
six weeks.
Bemrose’s description of the attack on Dade does
not differ in any major detail from others familiar
to all students of Florida. history. However, he
quotes the account of Rawson Clark, about 1300
words.
Bemrose says Gaines had artillery with him. I
have seen no mention of artillery in other accounts
of Gaines’troubles on the Withlacoochee. Bemrose
says the troops at Drane could hear the booming
sound of Gaines’cannon. This they did by placing
their ears to the ground to get “this thundering
telegram more distinctly.”
Gen. Winfield Scott reached Fort Drane on March
15, accompanied by a band, fine tents and much
furniture, bringing the total of armed men to 3354.
Bemrose tells of the building of barracks, the increase of sickness and finally of being informed “by
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my dear old general,” meaning Clinch, that the last
three months of his enlistment would be granted
him in appreciation of his services in the hospital.
He deals with the sick, and himself was taken with
country fever. It left him so debilitated that hewas sent to St. Augustine by his beloved superior,
Dr. Weightman.
The last pages of the manuscript deal with individual encounters with Indians, attacks on outposts,
on express riders, and with general observations
on the war.
Bemrose, still weak, was sent to Charleston, from
where he went back to England.
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